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MANYofuswouldfinditstrange,
evenoffensive, ifwewereoften
asked: “Do you carry a gun?”

However, people often ask one mid-
lands resident this and for her, it isn’t
a strange question at all. It’s not sur-
prising, since wherever she goes, she
wears a cowboy hat, belt, boots and,
more often than not, blue jeans.

Cowgirl Cesaltina, aka Cesaltina da
Cunha, is a distinct figure as her
trademark uniform makes her stand
out, which is part of her objective. She
is so taken with the idea of cowgirls
that she has studied the lives and his-
tory of cowgirls, and in 1999 attended
a cowboy school in Cullinan to learn
about cutting, roping and training
horses for ranch work. It has since
closed down.

On the foreignness of cowgirls in an
African context, she said: “I often say
that cowgirls are as foreign in South
Africa as elephants are in New York
City. I wear my hat and boots all the
time because they express who I am.
I do not like to be stereotyped or
boxed. The clothes are not the most
important thing though; being cow-
girl is what I stand for.”

She explained that her uniform is
asymbolof thepersonalqualities that
she strives to embody and also wants
toinculcateingirls.Shesumsupthese
qualities in the term “cowgirl spirit”.
Writing about her second book (see
box), Da Cunha described this spirit:
“Living with cowgirl spirit is … about
learning to be fearless and resource-
ful, independent,genuine,and,above
all else, faithful. Cowgirls are deter-
mined, they are passionate about life,
andtheyare true to themselves.From
an early age, they exemplify courage
and perseverance in everything they
do. History tells us that it was never
easybeingacowgirl,yet thesewomen
were heroic, pioneering women.”

Da Cunha came to develop the cow-
girl mythology and iconography only
in her 40s. “I spent the first 40 years
of my life trying to be everything that
I thought I needed to be for everybody
else. The perfect wife, daughter,
mother and submissive woman. I
didn’t think much about what I want-
ed for myself, or what I wanted out
of life. When I finally realised that this
is my life, I had to work out what I
wanted and how I was going to get
there. I had to find and release the au-
thentic woman within me. The cow-
girl symbolises that woman — it’s not
so much the image, but the spirit. The
cowgirl spirit is not so much about
horses and riding, as about who you
are and what you have on the inside.”

Although she grew up watching
westerns with her father, Da Cunha
never learnt torideasachild inPortu-
gal, or after her family immigrated to
this country. “I only came to own my
first horse at the age of 30. However,
I had always been fascinated by hors-
es, and wanted to be around them.

Maybe it had something to do with the
fact that a gypsy mystic had told my
mother to use horse’s tail hair dipped
in milk to get rid of warts I had on my
eyelid when I was a child. They disap-
peared and never came back.

“I have always felt a connection
with horses. I can look into their eyes
and see their pain. I had a very trau-
matic early life. The empathy and un-
conditional love of horses helped me
to heal. I could connect with horses
in a way that I could not with people.

Horses felt my pain and offered me
comfort inawaypeopledidnot.Hors-
es have a lot of wisdom and can teach
us to be better human beings.”

On her farm Sommersby Ranch —
“Where God heals, horses teach and
Cowgirls grow in Faith” — she runs
three progressive weekend courses
for girls from nine to 16. “I will never
be a great rider, but I’m a great teach-
er. I try to pass on what I’ve learnt in
life and make it accessible to young
girls. The courses cover basic horse-

manship, spirituality-based matter
on the biblical Fruits of the Spirit, and
morality and ethics to live by, which
are the cowgirl creed, passed down
from mother to daughter, until they
are an intrinsic part of ranch culture.

“There are plenty of pony camps
and riding schools, but I offer some-
thing different, which people seem to
appreciate. Many parents have told
me how coming on a camp has trans-
formed their daughters.”

Da Cunha defended her “cowgirls-

only” policy by saying that she has al-
lowed some boys into the camps for
younger girls, but not those for teen-
agers. “Girls need to be empowered
more than boys. That was my experi-
ence, so I want to offer girls, including
my own daughter, something of what
I have had to learn for myself through
a life of tough times.”

Da Cunha’s books are published by
Tate Publishing, the largest Christian
publisher in the U.S., so is she a Chris-
tian? “I grew up a Portuguese Catho-
lic, but the church was not there for
me when I needed it at a traumatic
time.According to that church,mydi-
vorce made me ‘an adulterer’. I’m not
religious, but a highly spiritual per-
son — there’sabigdifference. Idonot
go to church. I don’t feel the need to
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Cowgirl Cesaltina, aka Cesaltina da Cunha.

NEW Hampshire episcopal bishop
Gene Robinson says he chafed for

several years at being branded the
firstopenlygaybishopof theAnglican
Church, until he realised that he was
wasting a pulpit from which he could
advocate for equality.

“I’dbeengiven this really remarka-
bleopportunityand itwouldbeselfish
of me not to be the best steward of
that opportunity,” he recently told the
Associated Press in an interview, as
he prepared to retire this month.

“We went from my consecration,
which set off this international con-
troversy, to nine years later seeing
gay, lesbian and transgender congre-
gants welcome at all levels of the
church, including bishop.”

Robinson’s election in 2003 as the
firstopenlygaybishop in theAnglican
Church created an international up-
roar and led conservative Episcopa-
lians to break away from the main
church in the United States.

Robinson (65) handed the pastoral
staff to his successor, A. Robert Hir-
schfeld, in a ceremony at St Paul’s
Episcopal Church in the town of Con-

cord recently.
Ashepreparestoretireafternearly

a decade as bishop, Robinson reflects
on the ups and downs of his tenure.

He was publicly shunned by church
elders, received death threats and
says he struggled to strike a balance
between being the “good bishop” and
the “gay bishop”. In the end, he says,
they became one and the same.

He is a self-described “off-the-end-
of-the-scale extrovert”, who bounds
across stages and television studios,
whether promoting causes or his new
book, God Believes in Love: Straight
Talk About Gay Marriage.

Robinson says it pained him deeply
to be excluded in 2008 from a gather-
ing of Anglican bishops and clergy
thatoccursevery10years inEngland,
known as the Lambeth Conference.
Hesaid itwas the first timesince1867
that a bishop had not been invited.

He travelled to England despite the
snubtomakehispresenceknownand
to minister to anyone who wanted his
counsel. “It was probably the hardest
thing I’ve done — to go and bear up
under that quite intentional exclu-

sion,” Robinson said. “It took me a
long time to get over it.”

A month before the conference, he
entered into a civil union with his
long-time partner Mark Andrew.
Robinson chuckles that columnists in
religious publications speculated he
did it to thumb his nose at the confer-
ence. He says it was a coincidence,
oneheandAndrewdidn’trealiseuntil
after the date was set, and he says the
timing of the ceremony was driven by
far more sombre reasons.

“The point was to put in place the
protections a civil union would pro-
vide if someone made good on these
death threats ... before I put myself in
harm’s way,” Robinson said.

“I wanted Mark to be as protected
as he could be.”

Theircivilunionautomaticallycon-
verted to a marriage when New
Hampshire legalised gay marriage in
2010.

Months after the Lambeth Confer-
ence, Robinson delivered the invoca-
tion at the Lincoln Memorial, which
kicked off festivities leading up to the
inaugurationofU.S.PresidentBarack

Obama.
“That was an enormous honour,”

Robinson said.

He says he has learnt to live with
the threats he’s received and refuses
to turn their rural home into a for-

tress.
Forhim,NewHampshire,wherehe

has worked in the Episcopal Diocese
for 27 years, has been a safe haven.

“NewHampshirewas theoneplace
where I wasn’t the gay bishop,” he
said.

“I’m just the bishop. That’s been
terrific and kind of life-saving in a
way.”

He has spent every Christmas eve
of the past decade ministering at New
Hampshire’s women’s prison. He
calls it his Christmas present to him-
self.

“I do church work 24/7, but I never
feel more like I’m doing God’s work
than when I’m there,” said Robinson,
who is giving the donations he got for
his retirement from the congregation
to the chaplain’s programme at the
prison.

Robinson says he would have
stayed on as bishop until the manda-
tory retirement age of 72 had he re-
mainedthesolegayvoiceinthenearly
300-member House of Bishops
worldwide. Mary Glasspool, the first
openly gay woman to serve as bishop,

was elected to lead the diocese of Los
Angeles in 2009.

“I never thought about retirement
until she was elected,” Robinson said.
“Now I can move on to do other
things.”

Robinson will be a part-time senior
fellow at the Centre for American
Progress, a liberal think-tank found-
ed by John Podesta, former chief of
staff for then-president Bill Clinton.

Robinson intends to spend two
weeks a month in Washington and fo-
cus on immigration and health care
reform, poverty and gay and lesbian
issues.

After a brief vacation in Palm
Springs, California, he says he and
Andrew will head for Washington to
attendObama’s second inauguration,
as theguestofNewHampshireDemo-
cratic Representative-elect Annie
Kuster.

“I leave this job loving it more than
when I started,” Robinson said. “I
think the excitement about the future
is finally outweighing the grief over
the loss.”

— Sapa-AP

First gay Episcopal bishop reflects on controversy, threats and love
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first openly
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A cowgirl

Cowgirls don’t live only in the U.S., or in the imagination of authors of Westerns; the midlands
boasts its very own cowgirl. JULIA DENNY-DIMITRIOU met her

What motivates you to get up eve
ry day?
In May 2009, I was severely injured
in a serious car accident. My chances
of survival were bleak and I spent 35
days in hospital. I have had a second
chance at life and I have much to be
thankful for.FromthatdayonIvowed
never to waste another moment of my
life and live only for the moment, be-
cause that is all I really have.

Pet hate/s?
People who gossip, negativity, self-
pity and women who lack authentici-
ty.

Advice to give to your children:
Never compromise who and what you
are to please others, and be true to
yourself always.

Any regrets?
That I spent over 40 years trying to
be what everyone wanted me to be.

Last book you read?
Dream Forest by Dalene Matthee.

Favourite food:
Italian.

Bad habit/s?

Tendency to be over-sentimental and
emotional, and sometimes impulsive.

On your “bucket list” to do before
you die?
Write an Oscar-winning screenplay,
cattle drive in Montana, and walk my
youngest daughter down the aisle on
her wedding day.

To relax:
I hand sew and watch movies.

Want to be remembered for:
Being a good role model and an inspi-
ration to others.

DA Cunha’s fourth book, and the
second girls’ cowgirl book, will be
out in February 2013. It is a fol
lowon from her first book, A
Cowgirl and her Horse. Da Cunha
is very proud that the U.S. Chris
tian speaker, and star of the Dis
ney horse movie Secretariat, Otto
Thorwarth, endorsed the book
and wrote the foreword. He
wrote: “Embracing this book will
show the reader what it looks
like to walk in God’s plan. By do
ing so, the reader will no doubt
leave a legacy and a mark on this
world that will make eternal divi
dends.”

Da Cunha writes of the book:
“Every girl has Spirit within her, a
Godgiven gift that no one can
ever take away. Along with this
Spirit from God, there is another
spirit — the cowgirl spirit. … Cesal
tina da Cunha empowers young
girls as she helps them reach
spiritual and ethical awareness.
The message is light and encour
aging, but also powerful as it
teaches not only about the love
of Christ, but that young girls
must take responsibility for their
own lives and become leaders
rather than followers — like true
pioneering women, never afraid
to be themselves and stand for
something.”

The book will be available from
Kalahari.com, eBooks, Ama
zon.com and Barnes & Noble, or
direct from the publisher Tate
Publishing. Also by Da Cunha
are: Doing It My Way; God, Cow
girls and Horses; and A Cowgirl
and her Horse.

BORN: Lisbon, Portugal.
LIVES: Sommersby Ranch in Lidg
etton.
SPEAKS: English, Afrikaans, Por
tuguese, French and Spanish.
FAMILY: Married to Adriaan Pot
tas. Children: Paul (32), Monique
(28), Brooke (13).
QUALIFICATIONS: No formal terti

ary or secondary, but qualifica
tions in creative writing, journal
ism, scriptwriting, PR, sales man
agement, game ranging, wildlife
management, horsemanship, fit
ness and nutrition, among others.
INTERESTS: Writing, working with
horses, ballet, Japanese martial
arts, hiking and flyfishing.

in the midlands

go to church to worship God because
‘fellowship’ can be practised any-
where. I have an intimate conversa-
tion with God all day long, and I jour-
nal every day. I believe that God lives
within each one of us and that He is
my source. I live by the Golden Rule
and the Fruits of the Spirit. I try to live
a godly life. You don’t need to go to
church to do that. I found that church
did not bring me peace and comfort
like a walk in the forest or the horse
paddock. I’m not a reborn Christian,
but I have always believed in God.”

Finally, on the question of whether
she carries a gun, Da Cunha laughed:
“No, I don’t, although I know how to
useone. If I did, itwouldbesomething
that came in a holster, like a Colt 45,
a cowboy sort of gun.”

TEN QUESTIONS FOR COWGIRL CESALTINA

DA CUNHA’S LATEST
BOOK

ABOUT CESALTINA DA CUNHA


